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Introduction
Despite the fact that the number of enrolled college students is on the rise, retention
continues to represent a challenge:
• 25% of all students drop out by year two
• 50% of all students who begin college fail to obtain a degree within 6 years (ACT, 2010).

Commuter Students (Non-Traditional Students)
• Make up 73-85% of all college students

• More likely to drop out than traditional students (Kirk & Lewis, 2015; Newbold et al.,
2011).
• Report feeling “2nd class” and that they don’t fit in on campus (Kirk & Lewis, 2015;
Newbold et al., 2011)

Established Correlates in Higher Education

PURPOSE AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS
Purpose
The purpose of this participatory action, qualitative research study was to explore the
lived experiences of commuter students at a private university in Illinois.
Qualitative Research Questions
The research questions to be addressed are:

RQ1: What are the lived experiences of commuter students at Olivet Nazarene
University (ONU)?
RQ2: How do these commuter students describe their experiences as commuter
students?
RQ3: What are the challenges and opportunities of being a commuter student at
ONU?

Methodology
Because research has shown that commuters are a vulnerable population, a
qualitative, participatory action research (PAR) method was chosen.

PAR is designed to empower participants, helping marginalized populations to gain a
sense of ownership and voice (Higgins, 2016; Pain, 2012).
Photovoice is one PAR strategy that utilizes participant photography and
accompanying narratives to facilitate expression of experiences from the perspective
of the participant (Higgins, 2016; Pain, 2012). PAR utilizes the study participants as
the lens through which their experiences are shared. Photovoice strategies do this
quite literally, utilizing participant photography to document their experience through
visual means. In addition, participants share perspectives through written means by
attaching narratives to their photography (Peabody, 2013). Photovoice was designed
to empower participants, demonstrating that their experiences and perspectives have
value and can be used to create social change.

Data Collection
1. Recruitment
Students recruited through flyers, emails,
and faculty/staff

Data Collection, cont.
2. Training
Participants attended a one hour training on Photovoice and completed a
demographic survey
3. Photovoice Submission Period
Participants were given about 3 weeks to submit up to 3 submissions

4. Focus Groups
Participants attended a 1 ½ hour focus group to process all the submissions and
further discuss the research questions

5. Data Analysis
Focus group was transcribed and coded, along with Photovoice submissions, by all 3
researchers. Researchers then met to identify themes emerging from the data.

Results
What’s Working?
• Participants were pleased with “Bagel Tuesdays”-a weekly time where bagels are
offered as a treat in the commuter lounge
• Participants were appreciative of a designated parking lot
• Participants believe ONU tries hard to publish activity information

• Participants are overall pleased with the friendliness of faculty, staff, and students
• Participants believe the university is intentionally attempting to improve their
experiences

• Participants verbalized a great deal of appreciation about this study—they felt their
voices were valued and heard and would like more opportunities to share experiences

Results
The primary theme that emerged that is critical in
shaping the interpretation of the rest of the themes, is a
validation that the commuter experience typically
reflects that of vulnerable, marginalized populations
within the context of traditional campuses.
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Conclusions and Implications
The lived experiences of commuter students tended to reflect prior research on
commuter students. Of critical importance for future understanding and action are
three broad concepts:
1. Marginality—Commuter student often feel like and are treated as a vulnerable,
marginalized population.

Conclusions and Implications
2. Risk and Protective Factors—Like all marginalized populations, certain risk and
protective factors tend to exacerbate or minimize the marginalization:

Conclusions and Implications
3. Intentionality—success rests on the intentional choices and actions of both the
university and the commuter student:
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